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Engaging Youth At Risk: The Language of Exclusion 
 
Andrew Brader 
 
Abstract 
Using New Public Management (NPM) strategies, governments throughout the world are 
rewriting their education policies to meet the demands of the knowledge economy 
(Bamber, 2001, Millar, 1995). To address this change of emphasis Fairclough (1995, 
2003) and colleagues called for multi-disciplinary discourse analysis of “the language in 
the new capitalism” (LNC Network, 2004). In this chapter, I respond to Fairclough’s 
request as a practitioner examining education policies aimed at disaffected youth. The 
global dominance and availability of NPM discourses sustain a “professional-client” 
trajectory of core education services. In terms of funding, policies and procedures these 
education discourses display hallmark characteristics of the language of the new 
capitalism. In this chapter, I argue that educators can create innovative, appropriate 
challenges to such language patterns and the structural inequalities they maintain. 
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Introduction 
A tension exists between education policies aimed at disaffected youths and the processes 
educators use to implement such policies. I can frame this social problem by talking 
about discordance between education outcomes and processes. It is a historically 
persistent tension between conflicting agendas. Freire (1971) argued for a focus on 
process when he wrote about education as “the practice of freedom”. Whilst today’s 
education policies favour practical outcomes like employment skills (Smith, 2001; 2002). 
Although this is not a new conflict, it is important for educators to be aware of changing 
language patterns within the current debate. Fairclough (1995, 2003) and colleagues 
argue that analysis of the language in the new capitalism highlight neo-liberal discourses 
of free trade and individualism permeating actions and structures of societies throughout 
the world (LNC Network, 2004). To make a link between education and language in the 
new capitalism I focus on social policies administered by the UK New Labour 
Government focus and the ways they attempt to include disaffected youths (DfEE, 1997; 
1998; 1999; 2000; 2001a; 2001b). In this chapter, I compare the inclusive policy 
language of protective factors, with that of four young people, who have all had negative 
school experiences (Social Exclusion Unit, 2000). 
The chapter’s overarching argument states that in order to make sense of the 
opportunities and information available to them, young people construct rational, 
“interpretative repertoires” that justify their strategies of resistance (Potter & Wetherall, 
1987). To build this argument I compare a qualitative source of data that provides 
insights into young people’s resistant identity formations, with social theories and 
 3
education policies that draw upon the language of inclusion. I analyse a group interview 
with four young men to argue that Social Exclusion Unit (SEU) policies offer important, 
but underdeveloped concepts. Because they do not address the conflicting interests of 
those who are included, governments present a limited dichotomy of inclusion/exclusion 
in their education policies, which does not help our understanding of the “dynamic 
exclusions” young people face (Byrne, 1999).  
I also argue that informal interview conversations are both a rich source of data and an 
effective form of education that challenge current policy constructs of exclusion and 
youth at risk. Young people, educators and social researchers can all benefit from such 
research methodologies, which have the potential to redirect social policy aimed at the 
disaffected.  
Although I gathered this data in the UK and associate it with the social exclusion policies 
of the New Labour Government (DfEE, 1997, 1998, 1999, 2000, 2001a, 2001b), this 
chapter is relevant to all educators of youth at risk.  Regardless of partisan politics, 
governments increasingly apply business models to public services (Dawson & Dargie, 
1999, Gibson & Price, 2001). By way of contrast, Australia has unique social and 
economic structures, but the language of the new capitalism has generic qualities that 
feature in most, if not all, social policy aimed at the excluded. For example, Talyor and 
Henry (2003) conclude that the Queensland Education Strategy for 2010 (Education 
Queensland, 2000a) favours the language of individual flexibility and adaptability, 
neglects the term poverty and “dismisses ‘old fashioned’ concerns with structural 
(especially class-based) inequality” (Talyor & Henry, 2003, p.21). Despite the specificity 
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of the Australian education system, its policy constructs of individuals and competition 
are globally recognisable, as are dominant discourses defining youth at risk.  
The remainder of the chapter covers the language of inclusive social policies, a review of 
methods, large excerpts of interviews with four young men, analysis of their identity 
building strategies, reflections on those strategies and links with the language of the new 
capitalism. 
The langauge of social exclusion policies 
The long standing Labour Party objective of greater equality has been 
displaced in New Labour by the objective of greater social inclusion.  The 
objective of equality in left politics has been based upon the claim that 
capitalist societies by their nature create inequalities and conflicting interests. 
The objective of social inclusion by contrast makes no such claim – by focusing 
upon those who are excluded from society and ways of including them, it shifts 
away from inequalities and conflicts of interests amongst those who are 
included, and presupposes that there is nothing inherently wrong with 
contemporary society as long as it is made more inclusive through governemnt 
policies. 
(Fairclough, 2000, p. 65.)  
The drift away from the politics of the left is evident in populist parties throughout the 
world (Castells, 1996). Further, the move away from socialist policies of redistributing 
national wealth and the concomitant rise in new public management strategies is a typical 
trajectory for western democracies. In this respect, a practitioner’s ability to identify 
common denominators within social/education policy texts provides a contextual 
framework for this chapter.  
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In 1997 the UK New Labour Government created the Social Exclusion Unit (SEU), 
which commissioned Policy Action Teams (PATs) to inform a national neighbourhood 
renewal strategy (NRU, 2002). PAT 12: Young people (2000) is a comprehensive account 
of what has and has not worked in previous UK youth policy. The report includes a fair 
balance of research, policy and practice and concludes that education, participation and 
attainment are important factors in reducing disaffection. However, conversations that 
took place during my focus group interviews contain evidence to question the protective 
factors of family, school and community offered by PAT 12 (2000). I argue that such 
protective factors are important, but that one in particular, strong relationships with 
parents, family members, teachers and other significant adults (p.28) are the primary 
factor around which all others are located. 
Many young people manage to overcome the risks and obstacles they face. 
Evaluations of programmes for young people have identified a consistent set of 
factors that help young people overcome disadvantage. These include: strong 
relationships with parents, family members, teachers and other significant 
adults; clear, high expectations; mentoring and positive role models; individual 
characteristics: outgoing nature, self-motivation, resilience and intelligence; 
active involvement in families, school and community life, for example, 
participation in out-of-school learning programmes; recognition and praise; 
and parental interest and involvement in education. 
(PAT 12, 2000, p. 28) 
By comparing data gathered from young people living in residual housing areas to these 
family, school and community protective factors a disparity becomes evident. Some of 
the young people in this focus group describ their strong relationships with parents, an 
outgoing nature and participation in out of school learning, which are indicative of the 
protective factors mentioned above. However, their language patterns, actions and 
strategies suggest they do not always cope with the multiple disadvantages they face. In 
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short, aspects of their lives or certain personal identities remain socially excluded despite 
the ephemeral existence of protective factors. Just because a young person has 
experienced the protective factors mentioned in PAT 12 (2000, p.28) does not mean they 
remain constant. Young people can experience strong relationships with adults as parents, 
carers, teachers and youth workers but still not manage to overcome transient feelings of 
exclusion. 
In a limited sense, PAT 12 addresses Fairclough’s concerns highlighted above by 
acknowledging the broader structural concerns related to the lives of young people. 
Unfortunately, like many policy texts that attempt to include the excluded, it does not go 
far enough. In this formulation of social policy, a clear pattern emerges in the 
construction of knowledge. Put simply, practical action plans devised from policy and 
research teams omit reference to structural inequalities as causal factors of exclusion.  
In the latest reconfiguration of UK youth services (Connexions, 2000), structural 
inequalities and negative consequences of individualisation do not figure as clearly as 
they do in PAT 12 (2000).  Like current Australian education strategy aimed at youth “at 
risk” (Education Queensland 2000b), the UK Connexions service identifies the changing 
social environment – for example globalisation, knowledge economy, digital advances 
and ageing population, but avoids any negative reference to what Fairclough (2000) calls 
the “ghost of the machine” (p.28). Business interests and the language patterns that 
exclude young people are conveniently left out of the equation that UK and Australian 
education policies use to construct youth at risk as a social problem.  
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Turning to look at some of the specific recommendations of UK policy aimed at youth at 
risk, PAT 12 suggests a smaller number of young people are able to cope in this era of 
individualism, where family and community ties are less influential. Based on research 
from all over the world, PAT 12 states that those living in deprived areas experience a 
greater combination of family, school and community risk factors. It identifies protective 
factors as a consistent set of characteristics that help young people overcome multiple 
disadvantages. It is encouraging to find reference to multiple disadvantages here, but the 
factors that it claims will protect young people from such experiences, are poorly defined, 
rarely consistent and act to draw attention away from structural inequalities. The specific 
protective factor, strong relationships with adults (PAT 12, p.28) requires further 
exploration. For example over 40 years ago, Cloward and Ohlin (1961) identified similar 
relationships in criminal environments, where parental education, strong relationships 
with adults, recognition and praise were key features of criminal opportunity structures. 
In this chapter, the dynamic character of the exclusionary processes experienced by 
young people living in residual housing areas challenges the basis of such protective 
factors.  
To make sense of the localised exclusionary processes young people experience daily, 
PAT 12 is a good starting point to link the macro and micro via nation state social policy. 
Nevertheless, the action plans derived from this policy report display the hallmark of a 
neo-liberal ideal that tends to pathologise deficient individuals who are unable to interact 
with the new knowledge economy. This chapter builds on my recent ethnographic 
research in residual housing areas to identify the interplay between the language of the 
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new capitalism (macro), nation state policy (meso) and the actions of young people at 
risk (micro) (Brader, 2003). 
The language of social exclusion policy cannot fully account for the complicated lives of 
young people experiencing multiple disadvantages (Byrne, 1999, Percie-Smith, 2000). It 
is up to educators the world over to assess their government’s language patterns and 
policy statements. Wherever educators find their government using the language of new 
capitalism to avoid the structural inequalities faced by young people, they should act to 
shift the emphasis away from the deficiencies of ill-informed individuals. 
Interviews 
Participant observations are concerned with the identification and measurement of 
discursive practices, interpretations and actions in natural settings, which the presence of 
a researcher can affect (Becker, 1996). Suter (2000) makes a powerful argument that 
ethnographers, in addition to observation techniques, should make use of focus group 
interviews to address research topics that do not occur in open and unfettered 
conversation. She provides a brief history of focus groups, which highlights their use in 
measuring reactions to radio broadcast in the 1940s, then in marketing research 
(especially food & beverages), followed by applied social researchers, who used them to 
provide insights into the effectiveness of social programmes (Suter, 2000).  
As a youth work practitioner and researcher I welcome Suter’s call for ethnographers to 
use focus group interviews in conjunction with more traditional qualitative methods. In 
this chapter, I combine ethnographic and focus group methods to construct my 
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arguments, alongside a concern to develop challenging youth work practice. Because 
language is central to ethnography, it is also a suitable method to combine with youth 
work that fosters open-ended conversation. This combination of youth work and 
reflection with young people, in the form of focus groups, provides a valuable and broad 
data set. It also provides the young people and myself with opportunities to develop 
innovative youth work.  
In the context of observing and interviewing people in my youth work setting, the 
disadvantages of participant observations are not clear-cut. The difference between my 
group work and focus group interviews, or between times I choose to observe young 
people and my usual work situation is difficult to distinguish. Because I frequently 
conduct informal group sessions with young people and work in youth centres, there is a 
distinctive character to my focus group and observation data. As my presence is already 
legitimated by my youth worker identity, I manage to maintain a natural setting, whilst 
observing. I discuss the disadvantages in detail elsewhere (Brader, 2003) 
The format of the following group interview invites young people to discuss open-ended 
topics over the space of a few weeks. It is a valuable and cost effective method of 
collecting qualitative data, especially when the respondents already have a relationship 
with the interviewer/facilitator. In simple terms, the longer the relationship between 
facilitator and respondents the deeper the level of conversation and the stronger the data.  
Using pseudonyms, I offer brief discourse analysis of a series of group interviews with 
four young men living in one of the UK’s many residual housing areas. It is a micro 
exploration of young people’s identity formations and life strategies, which are both pro-
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active and resistant. Over four one hour sessions, I informed respondents that 
governments use focus groups to assess public opinion and their views were important 
for youth research and the future of education services. During the sessions we discussed 
lifestyle choices, school experience, the media, humour and locality. Each discussion 
lasted for an hour, which meant there was enough time to let conversations wander. It is 
precisely this kind of open-ended conversation that provides us with important 
information about these young people’s life strategies, their constructs of self, other and 
place. 
The Players 
The young men’s ages ranged from 14-18 years. One identified as Afro-Caribbean, one 
as mixed race the other two as white. They have diverse goals, expectations and life 
experiences and all live in one of the housing areas I worked in for six years. I present 
long extracts of the introductory session below to provide a feeling of the informal 
interview environment. These conversations are responses to an initial question about 
how happy they are with life in general. 
Craig is 17.  
Craig: 230 Well generally, I think I’ve messed my life up ‘cause, 
when I were at school I messed up I didn’t do no exams, 
an’ then, come to earlier life, I reckon well I can’t really 
blame people I hang about wi’ but,  
John: 231 Fuck off 
I: 232 [Laughs] He’s tryin’ to fob it all off on your lot in’t he? 
[all talking and laughing] 
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Craig: 233 No honestly, honestly 
I: 234 It’s nowt to do wi’ him. Nothing to do wi’ you oh oh 
John: 235 Thanks mate 
Craig: 236 And I’ve quit college an’ all 
Dave: 237 Yeh 
Brian: 238 Quit college?[surprised] 
Craig: 239 Quit me job,  
John: 240 Yeh 
Craig: 241 Yeh 
Brian: 242 What ya’ quit that for? 
Craig:  243 ‘Cus 
John: 244 ‘Cus he’s stupid 
Craig: 245 ‘Cus course I were doin’ it weren’t like a proper course 
it weren’t even earnin’ me nothin’, no kind of 
qualifications at all 
Brian: 246 I couldn’t be doin’ wi’ college 
I: 247 You didn’t tell us that, I asked you about college about 
an hour ago an’ you just went oh yeah it finishes in a 
couple of weeks  
All: 248 [Laughs] 
I: 249 Ohhhhhh [jeering]. So you think things…, you could 
have made better decisions? 
Craig: 250 Mmmm, but I just messed up 
I: 251 Are you happy with makin’ them yourself, ‘cause, I 
made lots of wrong decisions when I were younger, but I 
think it’s better to learn from ‘em an’  
All: 252 Mmm, yeah 
Brian: 253 Yep 
I: 254 Get ‘em wrong yourself than for someone like me to say 
this is how you should do it you’ve got to find,  
Brian: 255 Yeh you’re doin’ it wrong 
I: 256 Sometimes you find out the hard way an’ yer get pissed 
off at what you’ve done but, anyway that’s my opinion, 
so are you happy or not? 
Craig: 257 Nope 
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I: 258 You’re not happy at the moment 
Craig: 259 I wish I could rewind my life and change all them things 
I’ve done wrong, ‘cause like changin all them things 
I’ve done wrong I wouldn’t be in this place now, I’d 
probably be on holiday or summat, or in a right nice 
job, I’d, we’d be drivin’, I’d be drivin’ a right nice car. 
 
The comment Craig makes about “messin up” situates him as the kind of young person 
social exclusion policies aim to assist. At 17, he is not working, studying or old enough to 
claim independent benefits. The “Status Zer0” (Williamson, 2000) or Not in Education, 
Employment or Training (NEET) categorisation fits with Craig’s predicament almost 
exactly. As Craig reflects on his decisions, he concludes that this situation is entirely his 
own making. His final comment indicates the conformist nature of his aspirations. In this 
scenario the language of the new capitalism works through the “right nice” holidays, jobs 
and cars discourses that Craig aspires to.  He wants all the trimmings that advanced 
capitalist societies have to offer. Craig wants a good job so he can acquire personal 
luxuries like nice cars and holidays.  
Brian is the youngest at 14. 
I: 260 Are you happy? 
Brian: 261 Well I can’t say I’m not really, ‘cause I’m only fourteen 
aren’t I 
I: 262 Yeah 
Craig: 263 He’s good, he’s got his, he can change his, he can start 
whereas I can’t 
Brian: 264 I’m only at school aren’t I, I’m only in year 10 
I: 265 What so you think, so what sort of age does it, when you 
leave school? 
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Brian: 266 It’s when you leave school in’ it? 
John: 267 Yeah  
Brian: 268 Then you have to start making decisions don’t yah?  
Craig: 269 No, no, I reckon your life starts changing as soon as you 
hit secondary school 
John: 270 Hmm 
Craig: 271 It just changes completely 
John: 272 Neow, mine doesn’t 
Craig: 273 Honestly, but Brian you can say that you’ve been 
different though 
Brian: 274 You really get treated like an adult though, but 
Craig: 275 Yeh, an’ it’s been different an’ it?  
I: 276 Alright, well you’re not particularly unhappy, but 
you’re not happy, a bit in between? 
Brian: 277 I’d say I am slightly more happy, I think my life’s alright
I: 278 Right, got any plans as to what you’re planning to do 
after school, work or college or owt? 
Brian: 279 When I leave school I’ve got it all planned out what, 
what I, this is what I’d like to do, I don’t know if it’d 
happen or not but I’d like to go int’ army as a mechanic, 
I’d like to go int’ army for about ten years as a 
mechanic  
I: 280 Ten years as a mechanic? 
Brian: 281 Int’ army, come out when I’m about, come out when I’m 
about tweny five, tweny six an’ hopefully I’ll have got 
most o’ money saved up then I can buy like a run down 
garage ‘an err 
I: 282 Oh he’s thought about it, he’s thought 
Brian: 283 I am 
I: 284 He’s thought about it see. Right there’s been some 
planning there 
Brian: 285 You get a little work don’t yer? You get little bits of 
work an’ then you can build up an’ if ya, if ya get more 
work then you buy a bigger place don’t ya? 
I: 286 Yeh 
Brian: 287 Bigger premises. 
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As soon as Brian refers to his age, Craig interrupts to state that the three years between 
them is enough to differentiate their future opportunities. Craig suggests that Brian can 
change, although I would argue Brian has little need to change as he has already made a 
conscious effort to think about his future. In terms of goals and aspirations, Brian also 
displays a highly conformist set of ideas. He uses a rational discourse of business growth 
to state his plans when he leaves the army. Start small and then grow the business with 
“bigger premises”, a classic entrepreneurial discourse. So far both Craig and Brian have 
utilised the language of the new capitalism. Craig aspires to secure employment that will 
provide the luxuries he wants. Whilst Brian uses a discourse of business growth to 
explain his plans for the future. 
Dave is the eldest at 18. 
I: 288 Right, ok, how about you? Happy, sad? 
Dave: 289 At the moment, I’m not bad I’m bit of both 
I: 290 Yeh 
Dave: 291 ‘Cause like I’ve just started on placement from Norton 
to training an’ I’m working for Weaver Homes buildin’ 
houses an’ 
I: 292 Right 
Dave: 293 It’s enjoyable, err not bad money but it could be better 
I: 294 Yeh 
Dave: 295 Pity about travelling to where I’m working though 
‘cause it takes me like an hour an’ forty five minutes 
on’t bus in a morning 
I: 296 Sad, two buses? 
Dave: 297 Yep, two buses 
Brian: 298 Is it? 
I: 299 That’s dedication that, sticking that job where you’ve 
got to be on two buses 
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Dave: 300 Costing me thirteen quid alone in bus fares a week, so  
Brian: 301 Go int’ army! 
Dave: 302 I’m thinking of goin’ int’ army when I’ve finished my 
course 
Brian: 303 Yeh, it’s alright in’t it? 
Dave: 304 Whey, try an’ 
Craig: 305 I want to go in’t RAF me, y’know for when I’m pullin’  
Brian: 306 [laughs] 
Dave: 307 I think I’m tryin’ to be erm, one of them Coldstream 
guards whatever they’re called 
I: 308 Right so that’s what, a trade within, you don’t just want 
to go an’ be a soldier, you wanta do a? 
Brian: 309 That’s like me I want to go in an’ do stuff that you know 
you do int’ army like get trained up, get fit an’ that an’ 
then learn your trade as a mechanic an’ then yer come 
out  
I: 310 Would ya be err… 
Dave: 311 Yer get to travel’t world like don’t ya? So that’s alright 
I: 312 Do yer think you’d be alright in that all male 
environment for such a long time? 
Dave: 313 Yeah, I’d just keep on wanking [everyone laughs] 
I: 314 Same as you do already then.  
 
Dave also appears to be doing all the “right things” defined by those espousing discourses 
of education for employment. He is at college, he has plans for the future and he is 
thinking about what to do when he finishes his course. Nevertheless, Dave also admits he 
does not enjoy his current situation. His plans for the future and a modest wage provide 
hope so that he claims to be both happy and sad. A truly pragmatic response.  
John is 16. 
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I: 315 Right, carry on next one. John, what ya sayin’ ? 
John: 316 About what? 
I: 317 Generally? In a good mood? 
John: 318 My life? 
I: 319 Yeah, is it up or is it down? Pissed off? 
John: 320 It’s as crap as shit 
I: 321 Is that decisions that you’ve made or things beyond your 
control? 
John: 322 Both. Bit of both  
I: 323 Bit of both? 
John: 324 End’t day I’ve been, I’ve just finished my exams 
I: 325 Yeh  
John: 326 And I’ve meant to have done about, twelve 
I: 327 Yeh 
John: 328 An’ I’ve done two 
I: 329 Right 
John: 330 An’ I’m kicked outta house an’ I’ve got nowhere to live, 
an’ I’m not gettin’ any money 
I: 331 Sad, right 
John: 332 It’s just fucked 
I: 333 Can you see, are you seeing a way outta it though? 
Craig:  334 He’s gettin’ a giro book thing 
I: 335 A what, a giro book thing? 
Craig: 336 Ahhh [whispers “giro book thing”] 
I: 337 I mean do you want to talk about it or shall we just 
leave it at that 
John: 338 I’m not bothered 
I: 339 Can you think errr, anything you can do to change it? 
Do you wanna change it? 
John: 340 Not at moment, I’m young aren’t I? 
I: 341 So it’s not sounding that bad 
John: 342 It is bad 
I: 343 But it’s not that bad that 
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John: 344 It is bad but 
I: 345 When I say do you wanna change it it’s like well .. 
John: 346 It’s bad though, it is bad but when you’re young you’re 
not bothered are yer? 
I: 347 You need to do summat long term? Right yeh. 
John: 348 When I’m older I’ll be like, should’ve done that 
I: 349 Mm Hm 
John: 350 I’m only fucking sixteen aren’t I? 
I: 351 Yeh 
John: 352 Got a couple more years 
 
John’s situation is similar to Craig’s but he has the extra baggage of being homeless. At 
16 he is trying to find his own accommodation, has no job or qualifications. Despite these 
multiple disadvantages, John suggests he is not particularly worried about his current 
situation. He justifies his actions using a youthful identity, which states he has plenty of 
time to straighten out his life. John also acknowledges Craig’s reflections about wanting 
to make different decisions, but he does not construct these decisions as important 
enough to act upon right now. 
From these introductory comments, Brian and Dave appear to have made a positive 
decision to participate and Craig and John are not that bothered. John and Dave both use 
popular discourses that construct young people as pragmatic about their life situation 
because they have numerous opportunities available. Whilst Craig and Brian both utilised 
the language of the new capitalism. As I learned more about these young people, I found 
their situations are not so clear-cut. I now test this crude distinction against the claims 
made by PAT 12.  
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School Experiences 
PAT 12 suggests positive school experiences are one of three kinds of protective factor. 
The evidence below supports the view that social exclusion must be conceptualised in a 
longitudinal, multi layered sense, as both Craig and John talk about positive early school 
experiences. 
Craig: 353 It’s been, been same for me all way through school 
though, you start at school like, when I were at 
Herdings, it were all way through ‘cause I knew people 
on’t area an’ that  
Brian: 354 Mmm 
I: 355 Mmm 
Craig: 356 An’ then as soon as I moved to my dad’s I went to a 
school called Woolly Hall in Maltby where my dad used 
to live, proper just, for about first two weeks it were just 
racist an’ all’t way through it, that’s beginnin’ at 
second week I got blamed for, pinchin’ these rings off 
my step mum an’, sellin’ ‘em at school to this lad which 
I didn’t do  
I: 357 So that’s some racism 
Brian: 358 When were that though 
I: 359 Has that affected other things an all or have you had 
some good times in school or has it all been crap? 
Craig: 360 I’ve had, definitely had good times 
Dave: 361 When he … 
Craig: 362 Bollocks, it were bestest school ever 
Dave: 363 That were a right school before it got knocked down 
Craig: 364 That were bestest school l ever went to  
I: 365 You were accepted in there then? 
Craig: 366 Mmm 
I: 367 Alright 
Craig: 368 Everyone got accepted ‘cause everyone knew everyone, 
y’know ‘cause it were a small school  
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Dave: 369 Small school. I think there were three hundred an’ fifty 
people in the whole school 
 
Craig suggests that a feeling of inclusion is easier to achieve within a smaller community. 
Accordingly, the small size of the school meant everyone knew each other, which added 
to his memories of good times. Two issues arise from Craig’s comments. NPM reforms 
to local government services have affected Craig’s education so that he associates school 
mergers with a negative experience. The second is a justification issue that comes out of 
an experience that Craig shares with John. They both moved schools on more than one 
occasion and experienced future difficulties, which they attribute to the move. It is also 
interesting to see how the respondants draw upon variations of the same discourse, 
interpreting each other’s situation using the language of exclusion. 
John: 370 Started off at Herdings an’ it were alright, an then, half 
way through Herdings I got, we moved to Handsworth 
an’ went to another school called, I think it were 
Ballyfield or summat like that  
I: 371 Yeh, I know that 
John: 372 An’ I didn’t know no-one d’know what I mean, I 
weren’t, I never got in trouble at Herdings ‘cause I 
knew everyone 
I: 373 Yeh, yeh 
John: 374 An’ then I got there an’ I got kicked out in a week, first 
week, started on’t Monday an’ I got kicked out on’t 
Friday afternoon 
I; 375 An’ was it, I mean, if you weren’t messin’ about in the 
other school then it was, it sounds like it was to do with 
the fact that you’d moved, you were outsider then 
weren’t yer? 
John:  376 ‘Cause I didn’t know no-one an’ I were just fightin’ wi’t 
people an’ that 
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I: 377 So do you feel that, err, what’s the best word to say it, 
do yer not like school? Did you like school? 
John: 378 I went, I did, first two years at Newfield 
I: 379 Yeah 
John: 380 An’ I like did right well an’ that  
I: 381 Yeh 
John: 382 Third year I did most of it an’ then fourth an’ fifth year I 
just proper fucked it off  
I: 383 Yeh 
John: 384 Just never went 
I: 385 Mmm mm 
John: 386 Just stayed in bed all day an’ that 
I: 387  So it doesn’t sound like you’re stupid when I speak to 
you, it doesn’t sound like that yer can’t do it, sounds like
John: 388 I used to be right clever 
I: 389 Sounds like yer choose not to do it rather than, y’know 
some people, some people can’t do things an’ then make 
up excuses why, y’know they start causing trouble 
because they have a problem, it sounds to me more like 
you choose, you’re just choosing not to, you’re not 
bothered about it 
John: 390 Just couldn’t be doin’ wi’ teachers 
I: 391 Yeah 
John: 392 I hate people tellin’ me what to do all’t time 
Brian: 393 That’s like me that 
John: 394 That’s why I stopped goin’ ‘cause it just pisses me off 
I: 395 Mm mm 
Brian: 396 I’m always gettin’ done ‘cause they tell you to do stuff’ 
an’ like you’ve done nowt wrong, they tell yer to move 
so yer refuse an’ then they send yer out, an’ then yer 
refuse to go out an’ then, you get erm, like deputy 
head’ll come then, yer still don’t move an’ then you end 
up gettin’ letters sent home ‘cause yer haven’t moved, 
‘cause you’ve done nowt in’t first place 
I: 397 Yeh, yeh 
Brian: 398 Yer just get, like yer get told off for nowt, so I end up, 
havin’ a go at ‘em, an’ then, yer get sent out 
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John: 399 Yer just lose your rag don’t yer when yer haven’t done 
owt, an’ yer get done after it 
 
I interpret John’s comment that he “used to be clever” as evidence suggesting he used to 
conform to the participative values that schools project. John implies that he enjoyed 
work during the early years of his secondary education and avoided trouble when he 
knew everyone at school. This familiar pattern builds on Craig’s comments about the size 
of the school and the way intimacy affects the learning environment. I do not treat John’s 
statement as a fact, but it does highlight one of his justification strategies. John provides a 
logical, rational explanation for his own disaffection based upon culturally available 
knowledge about outsiders and insiders in various sized communities. He is able to 
justify his current situation based upon what he thinks others know about the difficulties 
rebellious teenagers face when moving to a new school.  
The second issue to discuss here is John and Brian’s comments about rough justice at 
school. This is a culturally and historically available discourse based on specific local 
variables. In this case, John uses the injustice of a teachers sanctions “ when yer haven’t 
done owt” to justify his own resistance. These discursive practices highlight young 
people’s recognition of the tension they feel when conforming to the values that schools 
promote. The specific examples are not as important as the conversations that stem from 
these feelings of rough justice. By making space to discuss various kinds of oppression, 
these conversations, as part of a long-term relationship with a significant adult, can help 
young people negotiate their included and excluded identities.  
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Ethnographic research has repeatedly documented cultural nuances in the conflicting 
lifestyles of young people living in residual housing areas (Jones, 2002, Patrick, 1979, 
Willis, 1977; 1985). Patrick (1979) manages to capture the lived experience of the 
Scottish tenements in the classic A Glasgow gang observed. His lucid ethnography 
describes the local power struggles created and resisted by young men who associate in 
loosely organised groups. Similarly, Jones (2002) ethnographic research from the late 
1990s documents the persistence of this culture in the southern valleys of Wales. Jones 
(2002) argues that the term yob culture does little to explain the local power dynamics 
involved in young men’s drug use, anti-social behaviour and criminality. These activities 
function as immediate and effective means of securing a sense of inclusion. In the long 
term, however, Jones (2002 p.6) states that participation in these activities is ultimately 
dis-empowering, as it both confirms and legitimates existing trajectories of exclusion.  
The next excerpt highlights the way Brian and Dave recognise and apply a dominant 
discourse of rough justice to specific school situations. This discussion demonstrates a 
sense of shared identification between Craig who has and Brian who has not pursued an 
overt strategy of resistance. 
Brian: 400 Our school, our school, Myrtle, it’s, it’s like, It’s one’t 
boring schools in toleratin’ behaviour because people 
get away with everything 
I: 401 Yeah 
Brian: 402 Like they’ll say to, you’ll be right bad, an’ they’ll say 
you’ve got a detention after school next week 
Craig: 403 An’ not even go 
Brian: 404 They don’t send yer a letter home, yer don’t turn up, an’ 
yer don’t hear owt about it then,  
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I: 405 Mm mm 
Brian: 406 But then yer, yer hear about people up at Meadowhead, 
like my cousin Gregg. He’s up at Meadowhead, he got 
excluded for a week because he went to school wi’t 
skinhead 
Dave: 407 That’s what happened to me, I went to school wi’ it 
pretty short an’, yeah, because they don’t like it short, 
or summat, summat about school policy or summat. 
Every other school I’ve been to I’ve been allowed to go 
wi’ skinhead, so I went there an’, when I, I moved  
John: 408 What school? 
Dave: 409 In’t third year to Meadowhead from Redfield Valley 
‘Cause it got knocked down  
I: 410 Mmm 
Dave: 411 But third year when I first started I felt outside because 
then I only knew a couple of people but then, err, I got 
into like, got into loads of groups an’ that, an’ I used to, 
I went first, I think it were first three weeks I used to 
have to sit on my own in a class, ‘cause I had skinhead, 
an’ like only had to have a couple of teachers because 
that’s 
I: 412 That’s sad, I’ve never heard of that 
Brian: 413 My mum an’ dad would go balmy wi’ summat like that 
John: 414 I told my mum she went up to school an’ like just had a 
right good go at ‘em because all my life I’ve had 
skinhead. 
I: 415 That’s just people’s stereotypes in it, again. 
  
I have reached a stage in this group interview where all four respondents have discussed 
their own school situation and related their accounts to those of their peers. The fact that 
they share a view of school systems as oppressive is almost to be expected. The discourse 
that states young people do not like being told what to do at school is culturally and 
historically available for these young people to appropriate. These four young men have 
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no difficulty in providing examples that substantiate the rough justice discourses they use 
to resist what mainstream education offers them. 
A most interesting comment in this section comes from Dave who offers a solution to 
feeling like an outsider. Dave suggests that joining loads of groups is a way to get to 
know new people. This confirms PAT 12’s out of school programmes protective factor 
can be effective.  
Constructs of place and appropriate activity 
An important aspect of work with young people is about recognising place appropriate 
activity. Using conversations about the ways time or space can change an outlook of what 
is appropriate, practitioners often refer to a “breakthrough” when a young person 
modifies his/her own behaviour in a given situation.  
Before I assess activities these young people value, we attempt to understand their 
constructs of place. I draw on a discussion about geographic identities to argue that 
young people have a more detailed understanding of time and space than adults often 
assume. 
I: 416 I mean you can look at that on the same scale as errm, 
y’know council estates they’ve got a right bad 
reputation like on the Manor where there’s been 
families who’s been moved around, y’know, an’ they’ve 
put ‘em in those spots like on Manor Top or wherever 
John: 417 Mmm 
I: 418 It’s the same idea in it? 
John: 419 On Herdings [laughs] 
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Craig: 420 What d’yer reckon that’s the, it doesn’t seem to have the 
same reputation to me 
John: 421 What Herdings? 
I: 422 Herdings, compared to’t Manor 
John: 423 Yeah, it’s gettin’ like that though 
I: 424 It’s not far off, yeah, but it’s, it’s not quite as bad 
Brian: 425 Nowhere near 
I: 426 I wouldn’t say 
John: 427 Manor’s, there in’t nowt on’t Manor now, Manor used 
to be right bad when it 
Craig: 428 But it’s calmed down now 
John: 429 When I use to live there with my real dad 
I: 430 How long ago were that? 
John: 431 About ten year ago 
I: 432 Yeh 
John: 433 It’s nowt now though Manor (..)  
Craig: 434 Does your dad still live there though? 
John: 435 It’s worse up here than at, it’s worse up here now, 
Redfield, Redfield, Redfield is worse than Manor now 
 
The way that Brian and I contest John’s constructs of Redfield provides an excellent 
example of opposing discourses of place. This conversation is about the extent that each 
locale displays criminal characteristics associated with what Sanchez and Pedrazzini 
(1996) call local cultures of urgency. Sanchez & Pedrazzini (1996) identify this criminal 
mentality as a core feature of local cultures of urgency. Their study of local bad boys 
(malandros) suggests that individual hyper consumption is at the heart of this cultural 
phenomenon. All things must be tasted, felt, experimented to the maximum. This culture 
celebrates the immediate end of life and rejects the idea of planning for the future. John 
bases his statement on the type of activity he has observed in both places. I do not treat 
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John’s statement about one place being worse than another as a fact. Obviously, he would 
have less experience of this cultural activity ten years ago when he was six. Nevertheless, 
John’s statement indicates that he observes and/or performs a range of activities 
associated with cultures of urgency whilst living in Redfield.  
The next extract demonstrates the kind of activities John performs in Redfield.  
I: 436 What do yer do most of yer time, or what do you enjoy 
doin’ that yer can’t do ‘cause you haven’t got enough 
time or what yer wanted to do, or whatever? 
John: 437 Smokin’ a draw, drugs  
I: 438 Hard ones or soft? 
John: 439 Soft 
Craig: 440 Soft porn 
Dave: 441 Oh an’ I like watchin’ porno’s  
John: 442 I’ve had loads of different 
I: 443 Yeh 
John: 444 Err 
I: 445 But yer not err rr 
John: 446 Not on smack 
I: 447 Not on smack, no 
Dave: 448 He’s not up to owt, he’s not up to owt 
John: 449 I knows what smack does 
I: 450 Yeah 
John: 451 Ughh urghhh, drivin’  
I: 452 What would yer do if ya 
John: 453 Gettin’ a car an’ drivin’ 
I: 454 Drivin’, yeah 
John: 455 I like drivin’ wi’ err 
I: 456 Yeh 
John: 457 Smashin’ things up when we get bored 
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I: 458 Yeh 
John: 459 It’s just all we do 
Brian: 460 Oh that’s right good that in it (sarcastic) 
I: 461 Yeh 
Brian: 462 No I mean it is 
Craig: 463 That’s all you do 
Dave: 464 All you do  
Craig: 465 I just sit there nice an’ quiet in the corner, never shout 
Brian: 466 I smashed a window at school today 
Craig: 467 I’m really quiet 
I: 468 Is that just out of boredom or if you weren’t bored do 
yer think you’d do it? If you had summat else to do 
would yer still enjoy smashing things up? 
John: 469 Don’t know 
I: 470 Or is it just out of boredom that? 
Brian: 471 It’s a boy thing in it? 
Dave: 472 It’s just boredom in it John? 
Brian: 473 We all just like smashing things up 
John: 474 Don’t know 
Brian: 475 We’re vandals 
John: 476 Just addicted to smashing shit up 
 
John clearly associates enjoyable activity with his local culture of urgency. The way he 
speaks about driving denotes theft of a car, although he is no different from many other 
young men who want to drive fast cars. His comment about smashing things up implies a 
lack of care for those objects. John’s explanation implies that as he doesn’t own these 
objects he can get enjoyment out of destroying them. Finally, John suggests that he has 
no explanation for his actions other than, he is addicted to this activity, and cannot help 
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himself. In the second session, I follow this conversation up with more questions. 
 
I: 477 Let’s talk about smashin’ things up 
Brian: 478 Oh yeh 
I: 479 Right, is that a, is that lads only sort of activity? 
Y’know, yer remember what I’m talkin’ about, you were 
sayin about 
Brian: 480 Not nowadays 
John: 481 It depends where yer live doesn’t it. ‘Round here, birds 
do it just as much as lads, y’know what I mean? 
Brian: 482 I know 
John: 483 But in certain places … 
Brian: 484 Like Tracy, she smashes things up 
I: 485 Yeh 
John: 486 …lads or lasses wouldn’t smash shit up would they. 
I: 487 Mm mm 
John: 488 Just depends where you are.  
 
  
Brian suggests that smashing things up is no longer a male only activity, which implies 
insight in to the changing roles of men and women. Whereas John refers to place 
appropriate behaviour twice in this short extract. He talks about certain places where you 
might expect to find mixed groups smashing things up. He also suggests that this activity 
is appropriate in certain situations when he states, “just depends where you are” Both 
Brian and John display a relative understanding of the importance of times and places.  
We also discussed spatial divisions on a broader canvas to explore national and regional 
boundaries. As the interviewer, I am trying to ascertain whether the respondents show an 
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affinity to other young people. Whether or not youth is a factor that transcends 
geographic boundaries.  
I: 489 Well do you look at people as bein’, do you look at like 
national boundaries as being separators of people or 
would you think of someone in Germany as bein’ a 
neighbour of yours? When yer look at the size of the 
world, it’s only a few hundred miles away 
Dave: 490 A few? [laughs] Err, neow, neow not really 
John: 491 People in fuckin’ Manchester or summat yer don’t even 
consider them close to yer do yer? 
Dave: 492 Neow, not at all 
John: 493 ‘Cause people in Germany, they’re just (..) they’re just 
people who y’s don’t think about do yer? 
Dave: 494 They’re just German, an’ they’re idiots ‘cause they 
cause wars an’ that 
John: 495 Miles away 
I: 496 So distance has got a big?… ‘Cause all I’m tryin’ to get 
at is the world is gettin’ a smaller place, in it? All the 
time ‘cause of everything that has happened an’ the 
speed … 
Dave: 497 It’s gettin’ easier to get to places 
I: 498 Yeh, an’ all that sort of stuff. Is that making people feel 
any closer? Or do you still not give a shit about 
someone over, y’know does it not make any difference to 
yer? 
Dave: 499 Neow not really 
John: 500 It doesn’t make any difference to me but it will do to 
people who travel all o’r world won’t it? 
 
Digital advances have expanded what it means to talk about, conceptualise and 
expereince time/space. For a detailed description of the spatial and temporal changes 
brought about by technological advances, Castells’ (1996) Network Society is most 
thorough. He talks about the culture of virtuality as a reality that distorts our conventional 
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understanding of time and space. Castells (1996) argues that the space of flows (of capital 
and information) devalues physical locations and that timeless time challenges outdated 
measures of time based on the industrial era of production. It is important to note that 
these are additions to, not replacements of, conventional versions of time and space. Urry 
(2002) describes spatio/temporal compression as a paradox of human experience. He 
argues that the global elite, who do not view physical distance as a major obstacle, often 
complain that they are short of time. Whilst residents of residual housing areas have 
plenty of time, but are largely confined to a local geographic space. John illustrates how a 
young person living in a residual housing area recognises this paradox. In response to a 
question about the reduced importance of physical distance, John explains how the speed 
and price of travelling is irrelevant to those who rarely journey outside their own city. 
John states that the reduced significance of physical space is not important to him. He 
perceives benefits for other people who travel round the world, which shows his 
awareness that (wealthy, well connected) others benefit from changes in time and space 
more than he does.  
Cultural Resistance 
Local versions of a global culture of resistance offer young people exciting values and 
social practices (Castells, 1996, Jones, 2002, Patrick, 1979, Sanchez & Pedrazzini, 1996, 
Willis, 1977; 1985). A short extract highlights activities of a specific local culture of 
urgency that operates in line with a market philosophy. Follow Craig’s comments 
throughout as he uses a hedonistic discourse of illicit drug alongside an individualistic 
discourse of capital accumulation. To ascertain which activities interest young people 
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when they have shrugged their shoulders and said, “I dunno”, I often ask a simple 
question. How would you spend your time if you won the lottery? 
John: 501 Way in fact I’d take everyone to live, way I’d take like 
people who’d d’know wanted to just fuck off  
I: 502 Yeah 
John: 503 I’d take ‘em to live somewhere else 
I: 504 Yeh 
John: 505 Wunna? 
I: 506 Mmm mm 
John: 507 An’ just buy loads of drugs 
I: 508 An’ that’s what you’d think you’d do? So if you had all’t 
money  
Craig: 509 I’d just buy about a thousand E’s and just share ‘em wi’ 
everyone 
I: 510 Yeah, right 
Brian: 511 That’s shit 
Craig: 512 An’ sell ‘em an’ make some more money on’t top of my 
lottery money 
Brian: 513 Why what’s point in that? 
I: 514 You’d sell E’s if you won lottery? 
Brian: 515 I know 
John: 516 I’d sell a right load of shit 
I: 517 If you’d won lottery I’d ‘ve thought that’d be other way 
around  
John: 518 Yeh but yer make more money don’t yer? 
 
Throughout the four group sessions, John and Craig consistently referred to their local 
culture of urgency, implicit and explicit, more often than the other respondents did. 
Selling ecstasy (E’s) was the first money-making activity that Craig mentioned. This 
suggests he understands such trade as appropriate in his local environment. Such 
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comments also demonstrate these young men’s use of an entrepreneurial discourse. I 
present this extract to look at the crossover between cultural values. The important 
distinction in this case is illegal drugs. The notions of capital accumulation, moving to 
another area and treating your friends if you won the lottery are far from extraordinary 
remarks.  
Most of the young people living in residual housing areas experience some kind of 
activity associated with cultures of urgency. I have presented examples of young people 
using the language of new capitalism within their local culture. The way they negotiate 
these interactions has a serious affect on their future identity formations. Those able to 
maintain at least one or two included identities whilst they experiment with these cultural 
values, tend to accept the participative rationale more readily. Whereas those young 
people who invest heavily in the values of this culture, often do so because they find 
strong relationships and a sense of inclusion within that environment.  
Identity Building Strategies 
We introduce justification and normal identity strategies to assess the way these young 
men use the culturally and historically identities available to them (Widdicombe & 
Woofitt, 1995).  
Justifications 
There is genuine innovation in the identity building strategies young people use. Here, I 
focus upon the way young people turn excluded identities to their own advantage. It is 
important to note that this strategy is not exclusive to young people. Young men and 
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women use this strategy successfully to construct rational arguments that justify action, 
or lack of. They use dominant discourse positions, as and when they become useful for a 
specific situation. It is however, easy to identify discrepancies in the principles and 
values projected by anyone who uses this strategy, as they tend to use whichever 
principle suits their case.  Below I explore these young men’s understanding of women’s 
increased employment opportunities and how they use this culturally available discourse 
as part of their justification to underachieve. 
John: 519 When I last went to school my guidance teacher said, 
oh, future of big jobs is women 
I: 520 Yeh 
John: 521 All women in’t future’ll have big jobs 
I: 522 Yeh 
John: 523 An’ it’ll be different, it’ll be other way around 
I: 524 Mm mm 
John: 525 ‘Cause I mean women are gettin’ better jobs now aren’t 
they? 
I: 526 Now there’s lots of arguments around that, that sounds 
really interesting here ‘cause you’ve got stuff like, it 
used to be the way that the man used to go out and do 
all the work. Y’know especially in somewhere like 
Sheffield, the steel industry, y’know it was all..  
Brian: 527 Come home, get wife in bed 
I: 528 Y’know it was all that sort of stuff. Now, you’re bein’ 
told at school, that it’s the other way ‘round… 
 
Whether the guidance teacher made the claim so blatantly is not important. John’s 
interpretation of career advice is real enough. In terms of employment, he interprets a 
gender reversal instead of an equal opportunity. Throughout this conversation, John and 
Craig build a logical, rational argument together, which constructs an implicit 
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justification for their underachievement. John introduced the first premise; in the future 
women will have more powerful jobs. In the next excerpt, we discuss differences 
between racism and sexism and Craig builds on John’s premise to develop an argument 
about female intellect.  
Brian: 529 If someone’s racist towards a black woman 
I: 530 Yeh 
Brian: 531 They’ll probably like, just try to ignore it an’ just walk 
off, to save it, but if, say ermm, someone’s racist to a 
black male  
Craig: 532 They’ll say come on then 
Brian: 533 They’ll probably either go for ‘em or like, if there’s a 
few of ‘em  
I: 534 Mmm 
Brian: 535 Go back an’ get some more people to go an’ get ‘em 
I: 536 Mm mm (..) So women can’t? 
Craig: 537 Women hide their feelin’s an’ go like, go back an’ (..)  
I: 538 Mmm. So when, so a difference might be that men get 
involved in violence over it, women don’t? 
Craig: 539 Yeh. ‘Cause women have got more sense than blokes 
John: 540 Yeh but some women do though 
I: 541 Some women do yeh 
Brian: 542 It’s more men than women 
I: 543 What d’yer think that’s all about then? Where d’yer 
think that came from? 
Craig: 544 Women have got more sense 
I: 545 D’yer think that’s what it is? 
Craig: 546 Mmm 
I: 547 Or are yer just sayin’ that for’t interview? 
Craig: 548 I’m sayin’ it ‘cause women have more sense [laughs] 
Brian: 549 He’s just sayin’ it for’t interview [laughs] 
I: 550 Yeah. Honestly? 
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Craig: 551 Honestly, women have more sense than blokes, yer can, 
any situation women’d have more sense than blokes 
I: 552 What d’yer mean by sense? I think there’s lots of 
different, I think some senses they’ll be better at, some 
they won’t… 
Brian: 553 Think about it, most of the time men just like, say 
summat happens, they’d jump in and just start fighting, 
but women’ll think about it. 
 
Craig explains the premise John already stated. Craig is adamant that women have more 
sense than men do and his argument persuades Brian. This excerpt provides a tenuous 
link between these young men’s underachievement and a perception that women are 
more sensible. I argue that they construct a rational argument, based on a dominant 
discourse, to justify their rejection of formal education and violent attitudes. It is 
pertinent that John and Craig consolidate each other’s comments in this respect. They 
build this argument together after both identifying themselves as underachievers.  
Normal identities 
According to Widdicombe & Woofitt (1995), young people resist category ascriptions 
using a range of strategies. A popular strategy is the presentation of a normal self, used to 
detract attention away from distinctive actions or values of choice. In the following 
extract Craig’s comments present a normalisation strategy that downplays the importance 
of a local culture of urgency.  
I: 554 Right let’s go onto urrmmm, what’s your favourite act, 
what’s your favourite pastime? 
Brian: 555 What’s that, hobby? 
I: 556 Yeh 
 36
Dave: 557 Hobbies? 
Brian: 558 Football [long and drawn out] 
Dave: 559 Football [long and drawn out] 
Craig: 560 Smokin’ ganja [long and drawn out] 
Dave: 561 Shaggin’ 
Craig: 562 Neow mines drawin’ I like drawin’ 
I: 563 Drawin’ 
Craig: 564 Football an’ err birds 
Brian: 565 Sheffield Wednesday [chanted] 
I: 566 Let’s go round one at a time, what were yours you had? 
Craig: 567 Mine’s drawin’, I like doin’ other things like riding 
motor bikes. That’s if I get money 
I: 568 Don’t just say the things that you think an all, if you say 
smokin’ ganja is one of the things you like doin’ there’s 
no problem sayin’ that 
Craig: 569 That’s if I get money 
I: 570 So that’s a choice 
Brian: 571 I’m drug free by the way 
I: 572 That’s the choice, that’s the choice you’d make if you’d 
got the cash to do it 
Craig: 573 Yep, well not really 
Brian: 574 I’ve got a paper round 
Craig: 575 I’d do it like one off  
John: 576 Just ridin’ about fields an’ that 
I: 577 What bikin’, motor bikin’?  
Brian: 578 Yeh I have, I’ve got a bike 
Craig: 579 Goin’ out  
Dave: 580 Geddin’ pissed 
Craig: 581 Yeh’s that’s definitely one 
 
This conversation demonstrates Craig’s ability to adapt to his environment. Craig’s 
immediate response to a question about his favourite activity is getting high. I believe 
Craig interprets the comments of his peers to be more normal than his own, so he quickly 
 37
amends the initial response to fit with the other’s activities. It is also important to note 
that John was not present during this session. Craig’s following statements work to 
normalise the first. When I explain that he should not deny the activities he enjoys, Craig 
works harder to present a normal identity, as he would do it like a one off, if he had the 
money.  
Craig modified his language because of the specificity of the situation. Based on my 
long-term (6 years) relationship with Craig, I expect he would have expanded on his first 
choice of activity if there were more people in the group celebrating a local culture of 
urgency. Instead, Craig presents a normal set of activities that fit with others suggestions. 
I present this as a normal identity because Craig is well aware of the culturally available 
discourse that states disaffected young men who live in residual housing areas are 
druggies and thieves. To resist this label he presents the normal activities he enjoys, 
which also downplays the importance of activities associated with a local culture of 
urgency. In this sense, he is resisting the label of underachiever that he has already 
constructed for himself. 
Reflections 
I can make a number of claims from this focus group evidence. I have presented the 
dynamic character of young people’s social exclusions to question the protective factors 
offered by PAT12.  I have identified the language of the new capitalism in policy texts 
and young peoples discursive practices. I have demonstrated how young people and I are 
willing to take responsibility for our own actions within this semi-structured interview 
format. The trust and honesty demonstrated in these excerpts is an important part of my 
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youth work-research methodology, which enables young people to explore their thoughts 
and feelings in a safe environment.  
I have also subjected several social theories to tentative empirical analyses. I traced the 
identity building strategies of Craig and John because they are non-participators by their 
own admission. I identified Craig and John using justification and normalising strategies, 
which supports one of Widdicombe and Woofitt’s (1995) categorisations. Whilst John’s 
understanding of the relative time and space also strengthens Castells’ (1996) space of 
flows hypothesis.  
As well as testing social theory, these young men’s responses contradict some of the 
protective factors offered in PAT 12. Specifically, this evidence challenges the notion that 
positive school experiences and the presence of significant adults are protective factors 
we can identify in a static, snapshot sense. The fact that these adult relationships and 
school experiences change through time and space supports the view that young people’s 
identities move in and out of the excluded domain many times throughout their youth. 
Both John and Craig reflected on positive school experiences, which their family 
situations cut short. These family relationships should be the most influential in any 
young person’s life. For those young people who do not benefit from stable family 
relationships, other significant adults are the next best choice. This is why local versions 
of a global culture of resistance and the length of relationships between educators and 
young people living in residual housing areas need sustained strategic attention. 
Such spatial concentrations of youth resistance are local issues that relate directly to 
macro structures. As a whole, this evidence provides an insight into conversations that 
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occur within long-term learning relationships. Significant adults can, and should be 
encouraged to, help young people negotiate their almost inevitable interactions with 
cultures of resistance.  
 
There is another important point to make here about government policy as a link between 
the macro and the micro. Young people, who challenge educator’s authority and resist the 
opportunities they offer, are local manifestations of the state governments fading power 
(see Castells, 1996, Touraine, 2000). These young people understood educators as social 
agents promoting legitimate sources of meaning. Unless we, as educators, can maintain 
the type of long-term, open and honest relationships outlined in this chapter, there is a 
real danger that the casework model of education for employment will increase the 
dominance of a professional-client relationship between young people and their 
educators. 
 
Conclusion 
In this chapter I explored the relationship between youth identities and the language of 
exclusion, applying social theory to focus group and policy data. I use this case study to 
aid an understanding of nation state policies acting as a conduit between the macro and 
micro. I have demonstrated how education policies and young people at risk can, and do, 
appropriate the language of new capitalism in their actions and interpretative repertoires. 
I demonstrated that protective factors offered by PAT 12 are underdeveloped. In 
particular, the interview data called the notions of positive school experience and strong 
relationships with adults into question. There is no doubt that school, family and 
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community relationships are important protective factors that support young people 
facing multiple disadvantages. Yet, policy presentation of these factors does not take full 
account of the ways young people’s identities move in and out of the social exclusion 
domain numerous times throughout their transitions to adulthood.  
I also used this data to assess the way young people living in residual housing areas 
conceptualise space. The way these young men described place appropriate action 
documents the way their life strategies and language patterns react to the structural 
constraints they face. John displayed an explicit allegiance to his local culture of urgency, 
but was also aware that his activities were context bound. “It just depends where you are” 
is a perfect example of John’s understanding of space. John clearly distinguishes those 
who do and do not benefit from changes in time/space. These findings are particularly 
relevant for education policies that focus on specific geographic locations. There is a real 
danger that spatially concentrated education policies, which draw upon the language of 
exclusion, will exacerbate young people’s, often negative, image of their locality and its 
disconnection from wider society. 
I also identified two strategies used in young people’s construction of self. Justification 
strategies built on culturally available discourses to construct rational arguments that 
legitimised a given action, or lack of action. Drawing on dominant gender and 
employment discourses, these young men were able to reflect upon their resistance and 
justify their lack of educational participation. Whilst Craig’s time, place and socially 
specific celebrations of cultural resistance also highlight the use of a normal identity 
building strategy.  
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These reflections highlight two main issues for developing innovative ways of engaging 
with youth at risk. They make us question the affect strong adult relationships have on a 
young person’s ability to respond to multiple layers of disadvantage. Secondly, they 
inform a way of viewing young people as pragmatic agents able to draw upon dominant 
discourses to rationalise their actions.  
From a practitioner’s perspective, the relationships young people build with adults are 
one of the most important factors in building their capacity to act autonomously as 
critically self-aware subjects. A global culture of youth resistance, education policies 
focusing on outcome at the expense of process and the language of the new capitalism 
that exists within both fields, have a negative affect on the type and quality of these 
relationships.  
The language of the new capitalism is all around us. This chapter is one of many   
practitioner challenges to the way education policies constructs youth at risk. As 
educators, we need to be aware of the ways the language of the new capitalism works 
through national social policy to eschew structural causes of inequality. We need to 
improve our theoretical skills in terms of identification and building coherent, innovative 
challenges to such language patterns.  
On a positive note it appears that Australian education policy has learnt from the 
governmental overuse of NPM in the UK. Education Queensland 2010 (2000a) contains 
carefully worded strategic plans to avoid connotations associated with the strict 
application of business models to public services. However, that does not mean the 
Australian education system will stop using negative constructs of young people at risk, 
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especially whilst using such discourses improves a schools chances of securing external 
funding. As language is central to the formation of personal identities, it is important for 
educators to recognise the negative outcomes of such constructs and offer young people 
alternative discourses of cause and effect to balance out the tendency to ignore structural 
causes of exclusion. In particular I refer to a plethora of oppressive social structures, 
consistent low levels of employment, education and health in residual housing areas and 
the concomitant rise in drug use, crime and violence as structural factors that impact on a 
young person’s ability to build meaningful lives.  
To justify their actions, young people, education policies and practitioners all draw upon 
rational discourses of exclusion. The global dominance, availability and flexibility of the 
language of the new capitalism sustain a professional-client trajectory of core education 
services. If we are to provide genuine, sustained assistance for those young people who 
face multiple disadvantages, we need to recognise how their experiences of social 
exclusion are the result of micro, meso and macro interactions. Currently, state education 
policies (meso) focus on ways to influence local (micro) causes of disadvantage, whilst 
detracting attention away from (macro) factors. This unbalanced situation requires the 
concerted effort of practitioners, researchers and policy makers to ensure that 
governments continually reassess their responses to this particular source of social 
injustice. Rather than focusing attention on structures and actions at the macro level, 
government policy focuses upon risks at local level. To balance out this nation state 
perspective we need to identify the global in the local systematically.  My observations 
suggest that during secondary school, a growing minority of young people reject family 
and school activities as they begin to experience alternative values and social practices 
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that provide a feeling of inclusion and a sense of community. Current education policies 
have a tendency to neglect this longitudinal aspect in their analysis and subsequent 
strategy recommendations. 
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